Beyond Nept une' s orbit lies a vast swat h of space called t he Kuiper Belt , cont aini ng more t han 100,000 large obj ects t hat have remained relatively unchanged i n space for more than 4.5 billion years. Understanding t hese objects coul d shed l ight on t he cond itions that gave birth t o ou r solar system -and w it h t he help of a Cal Poly professo r, t he next d iscovery i n this field of knowledge cou ld be made by a high school student in a tiny cal ifornia mountai n t own.
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• Resea rch Institut e i n Boulder, Colo., received a $233,000 grant from t he National Science Foundation to launch RECON. The project establishes a network of t el escopes in a chai n of communities al ong t he eastern edge of t he state and into Nevada. Teams of local citizen scientist s -mostly high school science t eachers and amat eur astronomy enthusiasts -will operat e the t elescopes, taki ng measurement s of targeted Trans-Nept unian Obj ect s (TNOs) and f eed ing dat a t o Keller and Bui e f or ana lysis.
The concept behind t he proj ect is t hat when a TNO passes between Earth and a given star, observers at their t elescopes can measure t he precise length of time t he TNO blocks out the star's light and extrapolat e t he obj ect's size. From t hose measurements, Keller and -Buie can better det ermi ne all kinds of information, such as density and Professor John Keller at cal Poly' s on-campus o bservatory (Photo by M att Lazier) composition. Si nce many of t hese obj ect s have remained v irtually unchanged t hroughout the solar system's history, they can be used as benchmarks to d iscover more about t he forces t hat shaped our early planetary neighborhood.
"These w ill be original measu rements t hat no one has ever done before, and we' ll be doing t his w ith the help of m ore than 50 people who are goi ng t o be doing t he measurement s with us," Keller said. "To me, t hat 's a great way t o engage more people i n t he process of discovery."
The locations -13 small t owns i n a chain between Tulelake, Ca lif., and Tonopah, Nev. -were chosen because they're prot ected from wet and cloudy w eather by the Sierra Nevada and the Cascade Range, affordi ng some of the most consistently clear skies in the region. And Keller said t here's an i ncidental benefit t o these communities. "These are incred ibly underserved communities. Tonopah, Yer ington, Portola, Cedarville, Susanville -they're not big cities where t here are a lot of resources," he sa id. "We're providing each community w it h a telescope
